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The phenomenon of unemployment  
among young people - the NEET problem
Abstract: This paper presents an analysis of the size and characteristics 
of the NEET population in Poland compared to other EU-27 Member States. 
NEET is an acronym for Not in Employment, Education or Training. Thus, 
the aim of this article is to analyse the phenomenon of unemployment of the 
youth in the EU and in Poland with a particular emphasis put on the problem 
of NEETs, which seems to be one of the most significant socio-economic issues 
of the present decade concerning the labour market of the youth.
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Introduction:
Unemployment of youth is a very important problem as, it is thanks to young people entering the labour market, that there is a possibility 
of replacement of the retiring personnel by people with new ideas, well 
educated or of high working determination and that there is also a possi-
bility of finding workers for deficit professions. At least it should seem so. 
However, statistical data show that despite the fact that the young people 
were classified as a group disadvantaged in the labour market, a lot of aid 
programmes directed towards youth, in fact, do not increase employment of 
young people and the rate of unemployment in this group of people remains 
at a higher level than before the last world economic crisis.
A chance to fulfill the gaps in the labour market are people who, intro-
ducing freshness to contemporary labour market, break stereotype barriers 
of employment. However they are still underestimated potential in the 
European and world labour market. It is still very difficult for the young all 
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over the world to find a job. But what to do when young jobless people do 
not want to look for it, and are vocationally passive, do not want to learn 
or be trained? Then they are classified as the NEETs, the group of young 
people who do not want to search for a job, nor do they want to learn. They 
do not want to be trained, either. The present paper is to bring them closer 
to the reader. Thus, the aim of this article is to analyse the phenomenon 
of unemployment of the youth in the EU and in Poland with a particular 
emphasis put on the problem of NEETs, which seems to be one of the most 
significant socio-economic issues of the present decade concerning the 
labour market of the youth. The method of analysis of documents, literature 
of the subject matter and secondary materials were used in the paper. This 
method was used in order to get deep and objective knowledge of the reality.
Unemployment of the youth  
in the EU and in the world 
The continuous change of the economic situation makes it difficult to meet 
the requirements of the labour market. Despite higher and higher qualifica-
tions acquired by the young people and their decreasing number as regards 
demographic aspects according to international organizations and numerous 
experts, the youth are still the most endangered group in the labour market. 
Unemployment of the youth can result in poverty, marginalization, and in 
extreme cases, social exclusion.
The global rate of unemployment among the youth (Fig. 1) stabilised at 
the level of 13% (in the years 2012-14), but it is still much higher than the 
level before the crisis - 11.7% in 2007, despite a decrease in the number of 
young jobless people up to 73.3 million in 2014, i.e. by 3.3 Million less than 
in the peak of the crisis - 76.6 million in 2009 (ILO, 2015, p. 15).
Analysing Fig. 1 it should be noticed that in spite of a decreasing amount 
of the labour force of the youth, the rate of unemployment among young 
people remains high, even in the case of a decrease in the number of 
unemployed young people. It should be added that at the global level there 
has been a significant drop in the share of the youth, who are employed or 
jobless (the rate of professional activity).
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Fig. 1. Global youth unemployment
Source: (ILO, 2015, p. 15).
Table 1. Youth labour force participation rates, by region and sex,  
1991 and 2014991 2
Region
1991 2014
Total Male Female Total Male Female
World 59.0 67.0 50.6 47.3 55.2 38.9
Developed Econo-
mies and Europe-
an Union
55.6 58.7 52.4 47.4 49.1 45.5
Central and 
South-Eastern 
Europe (non-EU)
50.2 56.3 44.0 40.6 47.9 33.0
East Asia 75.7 74.9 76.6 55.0 57.0 52.9
South-East Asia 
and Pacific 59.3 65.8 52.7 52.4 59.4 45.2
South Asia 52.2 70.4 32.5 39.5 55.2 22.6
Latin America and 
Caribbean 55.5 71.3 39.6 52.5 62.1 42.6
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Region
1991 2014
Total Male Female Total Male Female
Middle East 35.6 57.3 12.6 31.3 47.2 13.8
North Africa 37.0 51.8 21.5 33.7 47.2 19.7
Sub-Saharan 
Africa 54.3 58.6 50.1 54.3 56.6 52.1
Source: (ILO, 2015, p. 9).
A negative phenomenon is also seen in the case of professional activity 
of the youth in the world. In the years 1991 and 2014 the youth labour force 
participation rate, Table 1 decreased by 11.6 percentage points (from 59% 
to 47.3%), in comparison with a drop by 1 percentage point of the adult 
labour force participation rate. As regards the size, labour force of the young 
people aged between 15 and 24 decreased by 29.9 million in the years 1991-
2014, whereas the population of the youth increased by 185 million people 
(ILO, 2015, p. 9). 
Whereas the labour market of young people in the EU was analysed, it 
could be noticed that according to the Eurostat data, the rate of unemploy-
ment among young people is much higher than the world average (13%) 
and it showed, for example in 2014 up to 22.2% (20,9% in March 2015) 
(McCarthy, 2015), i.e. 5.5 million people up to the age of 25 were unem-
ployed (in EU). The unemployment rate in whole Europe found among the 
youth is almost twofold higher than the general average. Among the EU 
countries in this period, it was Spain with the highest unemployment rate 
of people below the age of 25 - 53.2% (Fig. 2). Another country of a similar 
unemployment amng the youth was Greece, where 52.4% of young people 
were unemployed. A conclusion arises that nearly half the Spaniards and 
Greeks below the age of 25 do not work.
Apart from the countries with high rates of unemployment of the youth 
in the EU, there are also such countries where the index is lower than the 
earlier mentioned global unemployment rate among young people (13%), as 
for instance, Germany (7.2%) or Austria (9.9%). In Poland the index reached 
up to 21.6% and was higher than the average for the EU. Coming to a conclu-
sion, the unemployment rate of the youth in the EU shows large differences 
between its countries: there is a gap of over 42 percentage points between 
the EU member country of the lowest unemployment rate among the youth 
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(Germany 7.7%) and the EU member country with the highest unemployment 
index (Spain 53.2%) – generalizing, it means that more than 1/5 of young 
Europeans cannot find a job, and in Greece or Spain the ratio is one to two.
 
 Fig. 2. Youth unemployment rate in the European Union in 2014
Source: Author’s study, based on the data from Eurostat (Eurostat, 2016).
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A high level of professional inactivity of the youth in Poland is condi-
tioned first of all by low activity of young people - youth employment rate 
(33.1%), which results from the fact that young people have a longer period 
of entering the labour market due to the continuation of their study period. 
Thus, only every third young person was professionally active, while activity 
of people at the age of 25-34 amounted to 86.1%, and of those at the age of 
35-44 it was 87.5%. For the youth in the EU the index of professional activ-
ity in this time amounted to 47.4%, i.e. it was higher by over 14 percentage 
points than the similar index for Poland. It should also be remembered 
that the discrepancies in the data presented by Eurostat and GUS (Cen-
tral Statistical Office), come from different methodologies of measuring 
unemployment used by these institutions. GUS (Central Statistical Office) 
bases its calculations on the number of people registered in job centres in 
a given month, whereas the Eurostat classifies as jobless all those who are 
not employed but can take a job within two weeks and during the last four 
weeks tried to find a job.
NEET - Not in Education, Employment, or Training
The reverse of professional activity of young people is their professional 
idleness. In recent years an increase in the rate of youth inactivity can 
be observed. The factors affecting the rate of professional idleness are for 
example: an increase in the number of learning people and other reasons 
embracing an increase in the involvement in household duties and childcare, 
disability or a disease preventing involvement in the labour market, waiting 
for a seasonal job or reasons which lead to the feeling of discouragement.
Among professionally inactive people there can be distinguished a group 
of young people who do not work, do not learn and do not train i.e. do 
not acquire new skills. These people are referred to in English as NEET, 
i.e. Not in Education, Employment, or Training. This category is diverse 
and includes young people searching for a  job, not interested in looking 
for employment or for different reasons excluded from the labour market 
(longlastingly ill, disabled, taking care of children or relatives). This defi-
nition embraces unemployed, young people giving up education, and all 
discouraged university graduates who have not found a job yet.
Thus the rate of the NEET presents a share of unemployed young people, 
neither currently learning and nor being trained and its aim is to focus our 
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attention on the share of inactive youth who are inactive for other reasons 
than education but also on young people who remain without work, i.e. 
the jobless ones. This index is more and more often used in order to solve 
a wide range of gaps among the youth, concerning unemployment, premature 
finishing education and discouragement towards a labour market. Therefore 
the Eurofound identified 8 significant conditions increasing probability of 
joining the NEET category by young people: low education, disability, remote 
places of living, immigration background, the background from household 
of low income, parents who have already experienced unemployment, par-
ents of low education and those who are divorced (COM, 2012, p. 4). These 
conditions, especially when occurring together, can lead sometimes to dis-
crimination both at school and in the labour market, making all successive 
steps very difficult for young people.
Moreover, important factors of the NEET phenomenon at the level 
of family can be pointed to income of the household, level of education 
and professional situation of the parent  including the area in which the 
household is situated (Szwed, 2014). The level of education plays usually an 
important role as regards the protection of an individual from unemploy-
ment: the higher the level of education is lower the probability of affiliation 
to the group of unemployed (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. Factors affecting on increase in chances to become a NEET 
Source: Author’s study, based on data from J. Szwed (Szwed, 2014).
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In this case education is the most important variable and it is the factor 
that affects probability of being a NEET most strongly. This relationship 
refers both to the level of education of the given individual and to his/her 
parents. Below, a  few ideas are presented, which were observed among 
the features characteristic for young people and probability of becoming 
a member of inactive youth generation:
• young people of low education level are three times more likely to be
exposed to fall into the NEET ranks than university graduates, and
twice more likely than those of secondary education,
• having parents who experienced joblessness increases probability of
being a NEET by 17%,
• children of people of a low education level are up to 1.5 times more likely
to be exposed to join the group of idle youth than those whose parents
possess secondary education and twice more strongly than those whose
parents have a university diploma,
• people registered with a certain kind of disability are in 40% prone larger
to become a member of the NEET group than others,
• the youth of immigration background are exposed to the affiliation to
the NEET group by 70% more compared to those who are the citizens
of a given country,
• living in remote areas increases probability of belonging to the NEET
group by 1.5 times,
• the youth from households of low income have larger chances to supply
the NEET group than the youth from households of average income,
• parents’ divorce results in 30% probability that their children will get
to the NEET group.
Some people have a small influence on their situation or no influence
at all, and it includes jobless youth, ill or disabled, and people with young 
carers. Whereas young people from other subgroups entirely control their 
situation: the examinated are those who do not search for work nor do they 
aim at their education despite the fact that no other duties or disability 
prevent them from doing it, these are also people involved in some forms 
of activity such as artistic or travelling (EUROFOUND, 2011, pp. 5-6).
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Characteristics of the NEET
The concept of NEET first appeared in Great Britain at the end of the 80’s 
of the 20th century and reflected an alternative way of classifying young 
people after introduction of the changes in the policy within the field of 
Jobseeker’s Allowance. Since then there has been a growing interest in the 
NEET group at the level of the EU policy and in nearly all the EU member 
countries definitions of the NEET were formulated. The necessity of greater 
concentration than ever before on the NEET group is linked with a new set of 
integrated guidelines concerning economic and employment policy suggested 
by the European Commission (EUROFOUND, 2011, pp. 5-6). Most of the 
European countries defined NEETs as people at the age of 15-24, remain-
ing with no work and not searching for it, neither learning nor training. 
Despite this fact the European Commission accepted the NEET definition 
expanding the age of young people up to 29, and including the changes 
it is accepted for the union programs concerning the NEET since 2015.
In other countries this term is linked with social phenomena which 
affect not only the labour market but also integration of young generation 
with society - e.g. in Japan and South Korea (EU, 2012, p. 23). It should be 
added that Japanese definition of the NEET differs significantly from the 
one accepted in Europe, as the NEET group is defined as people at the age 
of 15-34 who do not constitute the labour force, do not attend any school 
and do not run the house – do the housekeeping (OECD, 2008a). Similarly 
in South Korea, the NEET refers to people of 15-34 years old, who have left 
school, do not get ready to start a business, do not have a job, do not have 
family duties (or children) and are not married (OECD, 2008b). One thing 
is sure -the NEETs function off the social regulation system. These are the 
people in the black whole on the fringes of the labour market. They slip 
out of the registers, but also of the interests of employment services and 
educational institutions. It is the margin of people who can create social 
costs in the future, but also people whose potential is entirely wasted.
Concluding, the concept of the NEET it draws attention towards a mul-
tiform character of a difficult situation as it embraces different groups which 
can have various needs, but which are to a large extent, exposed to regular 
unemployment or exclusion from the area of education and teaching in the 
long- and medium-term perspective.
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NEET in Europe and in the world
It is worth mentioning that the rate of unemployment among the youth 
refers not only to professionally active members of a society who were not 
able to find a job, whereas the NEET rate can be understood as a share, but 
only in general population of young people, who are at present not involved 
in work education or training. Therefore the number of young people who 
are classified as the NEETs in Europe (e.g. reached 7.469.100 among 15-24 
year old people in 2011; 7.5 Million in 2014) is higher than the number of 
people who are jobless (5.264.800 in 2011; 5.5 Million in 2014), but the NEET 
rate (12.9% in 2011; 12.5% in 2014) is lower than the youth unemployment 
rate (21.3% in 2011; 22.2% in 2014). The denominator of both rates is dif-
ferent, as in the rate of unemployment it is formed only by those who are 
professionally active - youth employment (24.711.200 among 15-24 year old 
people given in 2011), whereas the denominator of the NEET population 
consists of the whole youth population (57862300 in 2011) (EU, 2012, p. 
23). As it was already noticed, the NEET issue is very important, hence 
along with an increase in significance of this concept, it is very important 
to understand the meaning of the NEET problem in the EU. According to 
the Eurostat’s estimates (in 2014), nearly 7.5 million young people at the age 
of 15-24 in Europe were not employed, did not learn or were not trained. 
It means that 12.5% of all the young people in this age group belonged to 
the NEET category (Fig. 4, Table 2).
Table 2. The NEET rate for people at the age of 15-24  
in the EU member countries
Region 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
EU-28 11,7 10,9 10,9 12,4 12,8 12,9 13,2 13,0 12,5
Belgium 11,2 11,2 10,1 11,1 10,9 11,8 12,3 12,7 12,0
Bulgaria 22,2 19,1 17,4 19,5 21,8 21,8 21,5 21,6 20,2
Czech Republic 9,2 6,9 6,7 8,5 8,8 8,3 8,9 9,1 8,1
Denmark 3,6 4,3 4,3 5,4 6,0 6,3 6,6 6,0 5,8
Germany 9,6 8,9 8,4 8,8 8,3 7,5 7,1 6,3 6,4
Estonia 8,8 8,9 8,7 14,5 14,0 11,6 12,2 11,3 11,7
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Ireland 10,1 10,8 15,0 18,6 19,2 18,8 18,7 16,1 15,2
Greece 12,0 11,3 11,4 12,4 14,8 17,4 20,2 20,4 19,1
Spain 11,8 12,0 14,3 18,1 17,8 18,2 18,6 18,6 17,1
France 11,3 10,7 10,5 12,7 12,7 12,3 12,5 11,2 11,4
Croatia 14,2 12,9 11,6 13,4 15,7 16,2 16,6 19,6 19,3
Italy 16,8 16,1 16,6 17,6 19,0 19,7 21,0 22,2 22,1
Cyprus 10,7 9,0 9,7 9,9 11,7 14,6 16,0 18,7 17,0
Latvia 11,5 11,9 11,8 17,5 17,8 16,0 14,9 13,0 12,0
Lithuania 8,3 7,1 8,8 12,1 13,2 11,8 11,2 11,1 9,9
Luxembourg 6,7 5,7 6,2 5,8 5,1 4,7 5,9 5,0 6,3
Hungary 12,4 11,5 11,5 13,6 12,6 13,2 14,8 15,5 13,6
Malta 10,3 11,5 8,3 9,9 9,5 10,2 10,6 9,9 10,5
Netherlands 4,0 3,5 3,4 4,1 4,3 4,3 4,9 5,6 5,5
Austria 7,8 7,4 7,4 8,2 7,4 7,3 6,8 7,3 7,7
Poland 12,6 10,6 9,0 10,1 10,8 11,5 11,8 12,2 12,0
Portugal 10,6 11,2 10,2 11,2 11,4 12,6 13,9 14,1 12,3
Romania 14,8 13,3 11,6 13,9 16,6 17,5 16,8 17,0 17,0
Slovenia 8,5 6,7 6,5 7,5 7,1 7,1 9,3 9,2 9,4
Slovakia 14,4 12,5 11,1 12,5 14,1 13,8 13,8 13,7 12,8
Finland 7,7 7,0 7,8 9,9 9,0 8,4 8,6 9,3 10,2
Sweden 9,3 7,5 7,8 9,6 7,7 7,5 7,8 7,5 7,2
United Kingdom 8,5 11,9 12,1 13,2 13,6 14,2 13,9 13,2 11,9
Source: Author’s study, based on the data from Eurostat (Eurostat, 2016).
This percentage significantly differs in individual EU member countries. 
For example, the Netherlands, Denmark, Luxemburg, Germany, Austria and 
Sweden have very low NEET rates (less than 8%), Italy and Bulgaria have 
very high NEET indices (over 20%). The data suggest that in these coun-
tries about one young person in five is excluded from the labour market 
and education system.
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Fig. 4. The NEET rate for people at the age of 15-24  
in the EU member countries (in 2014)
Source: Author’s study, based on data the from Eurostat (Eurostat, 2016).
Fig. 4 shows the NEET rate for people at the age of 15-24 in the EU mem-
ber countries, where different kind of member countries can be observed: 
both those with very high NEET rates, where over 20% of young people 
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belong to the NEET category, countries with very low NEET rates (below 
8%) and countries of an average level of the NEET rate.
In Poland the category of NEET people is not favourable, either, as the 
NEET rate (12.0%) is lower compared to EU average (12.5%). Despite this, 
the labour market of the youth entering professional life is not optimistic. 
After graduating from university, a professional technical or a vocational 
school in Poland in 2014 young people had to wait on average 2 years to get 
a job. Comparing the time of seeking for work by young Poles with the time 
of searching for a  job by young Germans, which is only 2 months, it has 
to be noticed that for Polish young people the period of 24 months reveals 
as ineffective in sending CVs, requests and questions and is long enough 
to discourage them from seeking a  job or from working at all. A part of 
the discouraged people join the NEET group. They resigned - they do not 
learn, do not train and do not go to work. Among the group of 15-24 year 
old every seventh young citizen of the Union belongs to NEETs, in Poland 
statistics show to every ninth (Brusik, 2014). In this regard in Poland it is 
much worse than in Germany, but much better than in Greece or Spain. For 
example, between May in 2013 and 2014 unemployment among the Poles at 
the age below 25 dropped by 3.3%. It is thought that unemployment among 
young people decreases because employers started to train them. Large firms 
more and more often stand for self practical education of their future staff, 
regarding Polish system of education as too theoretical.
In Poland unemployment among young people reaches 23.9% (in 2014). 
It means that there are about 700 thousand people below the age of 25 who 
cannot find work. Not all of them become NEETs right away, however with 
every month their eagerness and chances to find employment diminish. Every 
following year they are more and more frustrated and less and less willing 
to fight for a place on the labour market and in the end they simply remain 
jobless. For example, the situation when they send many CVs and as a result 
receive only one answer couses enormous consequences in the psyche. Prof. 
Mieczysław Kabaj from the Institute of Labour and Social Studies (Instytut 
Pracy i Spraw Socjalnych) calls them the people of special care (Brusik, 2014).
Social exclusion of NEET people 
As was mentioned, negative consequences of being a NEET are numerous 
and refer not only to individuals and their families, but also to society as 
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a whole. It was stated, that the youth of this category is excluded both from 
the labour market, as well as from the system of education, which increas-
es the risk of individual social exclusion and probability of involvement 
in anti-social behavior. This has an influence on the frame of mind of an 
individual and on his/her relations with society.
Low income or even lack of income causes that the NEET person has to 
resign from the possibility of participation in many activities, consumption 
of goods or services. Such young people are excluded from relations and 
social links created at work or in educational environment. As a result, these 
financial and other barriers of participation in society and everyday con-
frontations with structures and institutions cause that young NEET people 
are more inclined to collect traumatic experiences which can transform into 
general discontent and unwillingness towards society and the government. 
General confidence of these people in parliament, government, legal system, 
the police, politicians or political parties decreases. Smaller and smaller 
political participation can result in weakening of the foundations of soci-
eties and shaking of the political stability. There is a risk that because of 
dissatisfaction the youth can withdraw from political participation and they 
can express their alienation by taking part in extreme movements prone to 
commit vandalism acts and infring the law (EUROFOUND, 2011, pp. 5-6). 
Social participation is also decreased.
The youth who do not learn and do not seek employment differ from their 
peers in the sense of their own value and in lower effectiveness of activity. 
Low self-assessment affects lack of persistence in difficult or stressful moments 
which occur nearly every day in uncertain labour market. Among personal 
reasons the role of determination in undertaking challenge accompanying 
education or seeking employment should also be mentioned. The factors 
responsible for inactivity may comprise lack of motivation, aversion to any 
requirements and sacrifices, inability to adapt to school rules or at workplace 
but also stress and irritation. The reasons which were observed at mezzo level, 
can be classified according to educational aspect as: strong correlation which 
was found out between the youth involvement in acquiring knowledge and 
earlier resignation from learning and not undertaking work. The situation 
of young people is additionally complicated by socio-economic processes 
which frequently co-decide about the success or failure of their decision. In 
many cases an increase in the number of NEETs is influenced by economic 
crisis. Another element which led to intensification of this phenomenon can 
be characteristic of a part of societies outlook which promotes long stay at 
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home with family. Sustaining such a model of “a lengthened dependence” 
causes a decrease in self-reliance of the young generation and also makes 
it difficult for young people to work out an autonomous approach to life.
Summary:
Young people are the basic trump of all economies and societies. Mobiliz-
ing young people through creation of suitable conditions allowing them 
to develop their talents and participate actively in the labour market is of 
principle significance for the economic and social development as well as 
stability of the society.
Current level of unemployment among the youth and appearance of the 
NEET category requires better understanding of the problem and immedi-
ate action aimed at supporting employment or education of the youth and 
prevention of social separation of young people. Thus integration of young 
people in the labour market becomes a large challenge for the EU member 
countries and in order to improve the situation of the youth in the labour 
market but also decrease the number of people belonging to the NEET 
group, it is necessary to undertake action which will:
• discourage finishing education too early, e.g. through increasing the 
age of compulsory attendance at school; saving up funds for additional 
courses for teachers aimed at helping students improve their educational 
results so that they would not leave school because of negative results; 
carrying out school financial aid programmes when students leave due 
to household poverty (free catering, textbooks, transport, etc.); increasing 
access to or the number of vocational training centres and updating or 
creating new programmes of vocational training,
• make it easier to return to schools or enter the labour market - the imple-
mentation of the identification, support and monitoring of inefficient 
youth systems; providing opportunity to return to learning linked with 
practical training; offering a varied educational system and accepting 
the results of non-formal education; introducing ideas which would help 
with a  smooth transfer from school to professional life, for instance 
through a connected and coordinated approach including easier access 
to information, career counseling, guidance concerning further voca-
tional development and assistance in seeking employment and services 
of adapting participants to the labour market or implementing means 
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ensuring professional experience, such as vocational apprenticeship, 
internships or programs of vocational training,
• enable women from the NEET group to provide with their children 
childcare or help with finding a flexible job,
• include financial support of the workers participating in additional 
educational training,
• ensure benefits for the employers employing people from disadvantaged 
group, through incentive bonuses (tax exemption , donations, reductions 
of non-paid costs of work, etc.),
• propagate among young people entrepreneurship and work on one’s 
own account, ensuring special services for those who want to start their 
own business.
Within the framework of  “The Youth Guarantee” Poland (Labour Market 
Department of the Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy, 2015), and 
the policy of other EU member countries, it should ensure that all young 
people who are aged up to 25 had a chance to find a job within the period 
of 4 months following a school leave or losing a job, adequate to their edu-
cation, abilities and experience or provide them with vocational training 
programs or further education in order to get a job in the future. It must 
be remembered that the problem of the NEET is very important as young 
people are the growth potential of the country and therefore the attention 
should be focussed on providing them with appropriate support in order to 
increase their chance for development, by helping them with finding a job 
or enable to continue education and training which they need so much.
Even if only a part of the mentioned actions were accomplished, the 
situation of the young people would improve and a considerable group may 
not become NEETs and the category will decrease significantly.
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